Leishmania (Viannia) braziliensis metacyclic promastigotes purified using Bauhinia purpurea lectin are complement resistant and highly infective for macrophages in vitro and hamsters in vivo.
In this study we characterised metacyclogenesis in axenic culture of Leishmania (Viannia) braziliensis, the causative agent of mucocutaneous leishmaniasis in the New World. Metacyclogenesis of other species of Leishmania has been shown by morphological changes as well as molecular modifications in the lipophosphoglycan, the major cell surface glycoconjugate of the promastigotes. In order to obtain metacyclic forms of L. braziliensis we tested a panel of different lectins. Our results showed that Bauhinia purpurea lectin facilitated the purification of metacyclic promastigotes from stationary-phase culture by negative selection. The B. purpurea non-agglutinated promastigotes had a slender short cell body and long flagella, typical of metacyclic morphology. The ultrastructural analysis showed that B. purpurea non-agglutinated promastigotes have a dense and thicker glycocalyx. They are resistant to complement lysis, and highly infective for macrophage in vitro and hamsters in vivo. Contrary to procyclic promastigotes, B. purpurea non-agglutinated forms were poorly recognised by sand fly gut epithelial cells. These results suggest that the B. purpurea non-agglutinated promastigotes are the metacyclic forms of L. braziliensis.